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ON THE PROMOTION OF COOPERATIVES*

By Mark Levin**

The mandate of the International Labour Organization (ILO), which is
an integral part of the UN, is the promotion of social justice and work-
ers’ rights.  Ever since its creation shortly after WWI, the ILO has recog-
nized the role of cooperatives and has had a specific department for
providing assistance to member states on cooperative matters.  Support-
ing cooperatives and the values upon which they are based contributes to
fulfilling its mandate.  A new ILO recommendation for member states
(recommendation 193, adopted in June 2002) addresses the evolution of
the context in which cooperatives function.  It replaces and expands the
scope of recommendation 127, which was centered on developing coun-
tries.  Incorporating the International Cooperative Alliance’s 1995 defi-
nition of cooperatives, the new recommendation emphasizes the autonomy
of cooperatives while stressing the crucial role of governments in estab-
lishing the appropriate political, legal and institutional framework.
The social partners and cooperative organizations are also seen as vital to
cooperative development.  Through this recommendation and the steps
taken to disseminate it, the ILO hopes to influence changes in national
laws for providing better support to cooperatives.

l

T he International Labour Organization, a specialized agency of the
United Nations, was established in 1919 to promote social justice and
internationally recognized human and labour rights.  Recognizing the

importance of cooperatives to millions of people around the world, the ILO
has been actively engaged in supporting cooperative development since the
establishment of a cooperative technical service in 1920, deriving its man-
date from the ILO’s Constitution, which provides for consultations with rec-
ognized non-governmental international organizations including those of
agriculturists and cooperators.  It is interesting to note that the first ILO
Director-General, Mr. Albert Thomas, was a member of the Executive Com-
mittee of the International Co-operative Alliance, which as the global voice
of the cooperative movement maintains a consultative status with the ILO. 
The ILO, then and now, has viewed cooperatives as important tools for
improving the living and working conditions of both women and men.
The ILO sees cooperatives as businesses that are based on a broad set of
democratic and egalitarian values.  Since cooperatives are owned by the
users of the services they provide, they make decisions that balance the
need for profitability with the welfare of their members and the community
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which they serve.  As cooperatives foster economies of scope and scale, they
increase the bargaining power of their members providing them, among
others benefits, higher income and social protection.  Hence, cooperatives
accord members opportunity, protection and empowerment-essential
elements in uplifting them from degradation and poverty.  The ILO has
thus always supported the development of cooperatives as important vehi-
cles in meeting its goals.
Through the Cooperative Branch the ILO provides a variety of services to
ILO constituents, by means of policy advice to member States, technical
cooperation, documentation and information to increase public awareness
about cooperatives, and the promotion of cooperative methods and approaches
to resolve a variety of problems and issues.  Technical cooperation activities
cover a wide range of themes, including cooperative reform and legislation,
human resource development and networking, job creation, poverty allevi-
ation, and local economic development.  The ILO has the largest technical
cooperation programme on cooperatives within the UN system.
With the ILO’s recent consolidation of its focus on Decent Work or the
“promotion of opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and
productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human
dignity”, the Cooperative Branch has placed greater emphasis on the employ-
ment creation activities of cooperatives and their capacity to provide social
protection, especially to the marginalized sectors of society.  The organi-
zational flexibility of cooperatives to reach out to the informal economy
provides a good opportunity to improve the conditions of work in this oth-
erwise unprotected sector.  It is noteworthy that the very values and prin-
ciples on which cooperatives are based-self-help, self-responsibility,
democracy, equality, equity, solidarity, social responsibility and caring for
others-find congruence with the notion of Decent Work. 

l
ILO Recommendation on cooperatives

The ILO promotes universally recognized human and labour rights pri-
marily through its standard-setting functions. Its highest decision-making
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l
The global significance of cooperatives

Cooperatives are playing an increasingly important role worldwide in facilitating job creation,
economic growth and social development.  Ranging from small-scale to multi-million dollar busi-
nesses across the globe, cooperatives are estimated to employ more than 100 million women and
men, and have more than 800 million individual members.  Cooperatives mainly operate in agri-
cultural marketing and supply, finance, wholesale and retailing, health care, housing and insur-
ance.  However, they are now venturing into new fields of activity, such as information and
communication technology, tourism and cultural industries.
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body, the International Labour Conference (ILC) debates and adopts stan-
dards on labour rights, employment, human resource development and
other ILO concerns including, for example, small and medium enter-
prise and cooperative development.  A labour standard can be in the
form of a Convention or a Recommendation.  An ILO Convention,
once ratified by a member State, becomes binding for that country and
compliance becomes mandatory.  A Recommendation, as the name implies,
serves as a policy guide for member States and compliance is not an obli-
gation.  In practice, however, many member States adopt the provisions of
ILO Recommendations and frequently incorporate important provisions
in their national laws.
Cooperatives are directly or indirectly referred to in various ILO Con-
ventions and Recommendations but only one Recommendation focuses
solely on cooperatives.  This is the new Recommendation no. 193 on the
Promotion of Cooperatives adopted at the 90th Session of the ILC in June
2002.  This Recommendation replaces the Cooperatives (Developing Coun-
tries) Recommendation of 1966 (no. 127).

l
Reasons for adopting a new Recommendation 
and some remarks on the process

Since the time of the adoption of Recommendation no. 127, political, eco-
nomic and social changes have affected the situation of cooperatives through-
out the world.  As a result, in March 1999, the ILO’s Governing Body
decided that a new universal standard could help enable cooperatives to
develop more fully their self-help potential, placing them in a better posi-
tion to meet current socio-economic problems such as unemployment and
social exclusion, and help them compete in a global market place.  At about
the same time, the United Nations began debating new guidelines on coop-
eratives, which were adopted by the General Assembly on 19 December
2001.  The ILO Governing Body’s decision to revise Recommendation no.
127 was based on the following main reasons: 
• The focus of Recommendation no. 127 was limited to developing coun-
tries while new roles for cooperatives in both the industrialized and the
former communist countries had emerged in the last thirty years.
• Recommendation no. 127 mirrored the development concerns of the
1960’s where cooperatives were seen primarily as tools in the hands of the
government.  The Recommendation thus overemphasized the role of the
government in cooperative development and underestimated the
autonomous character of cooperatives.  In accordance with the reformu-
lated universally recognized cooperative principles, the Governing Body
considered that cooperatives should be regarded primarily as a means for
their members to achieve their common economic and social goals.  Their
autonomy as a form of a private enterprise guided by ethics and principles
should be upheld.
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• In many countries, political, economic and social changes have put pres-
sure on government to limit its involvement in economic and social affairs.
The State’s role is increasingly limited to that of providing the political,
legal and administrative framework for the development of private orga-
nizations including cooperatives.  Recommendation no. 127 had yet to
take account of these developments. 
• In industrialized countries, new forms of cooperatives and new cooper-
ative enterprise structures had emerged to take advantage of the challenges
and opportunities opened up by globalization and technological changes.
Heightened competition from other forms of business enterprises had also
necessitated these changes.  These facts required recognition in a new ILO
standard on cooperatives.
In common with most other ILO standards, Recommendation no. 193
was adopted as a result of two major discussions at the ILC.  The first
discussion took place in June 2001 at the 89th Session of the ILC which
deliberated the “Proposed Conclusions” or the provisions proposed to be
incorporated in the new instrument.  These “Proposed Conclusions” were
formulated on the basis of responses to a questionnaire circulated to ILO
member States in January 2000.  The 89th ILC adopted “Conclusions”
which in turn were utilized by the International Labour Office as the basis
for a proposed draft of the new Recommendation.  The proposed text was
circulated to member States in August 2001 and their responses were col-
lated and incorporated in a new text, which was the subject of a second
and final deliberation at the 90th ILC in June 2002.  This discussion paved
the way for the adoption of a new ILO Recommendation on the Promo-
tion of Cooperatives-Recommendation no. 193. 

l
The main features of Recommendation no. 193

The main features of Recommendation no. 193 are as follows and will be
discussed in detail below:
• recognition of importance of cooperatives in economic and social
development;
• reaffirmation of the cooperative identity; 
• equal treatment for cooperatives;
• definition of the government’s role in creating a supportive policy
and legal framework, and in facilitating access to support services and
finance;

ILO Recommendation No. 193 on the Promotion of Cooperatives

4
RECMA – REVUE INTERNATIONALE DE L’ÉCONOMIE SOCIALE HORS-SÉRIE

March 1999
Gov. Body
decision

June 2001
ILC 1st

discussion

June 2002
ILC 2nd

discussion

June 2002
Adoption 

of Rec. 193



Valeurs coopératives et mondialisation

• an active promotional role for employers’, workers’ and cooperative
organizations;
• encouragement of international cooperation.

The importance of cooperatives in economic 
and social development 
In a number of ways the text confirms the important role that cooperatives
play in global and national economic and social development.  Coopera-
tives are specifically seen as significant tools for the creation of decent
jobs and for the mobilization of resources for income generation.  With
regard to economic and social development, cooperatives promote the
“fullest participation of all people” (Preamble) and facilitate a more equi-
table distribution of the benefits of globalization.  They contribute to
sustainable human development and have an important role to play in
combating social exclusion.  The text further states that “the promotion of
cooperatives... should be considered as one of the pillars of national and
international economic and social development” (paragraph 7(1)).

Reaffirmation of the cooperative identity
In order to fulfil these roles cooperatives should be true to their identity,
their principles and their values.  The definition of a cooperative that appears
in the Statement on the Cooperative Identity, adopted by the General
Assembly of the International Cooperative Alliance in 1995, is incorpo-
rated in the text of the Recommendation, ensuring that there is only one,
universally acceptable definition of a cooperative.  The cooperative values,
ethics and principles are cited and the full text of the principles appears as
an Annex to the Recommendation.  National policy and legal frameworks
are to be guided by the cooperative values and principles, including most
significantly, to protect and foster the autonomy of cooperatives. 

Equal treatment 
The International Labour Conference discussions in 2001 and 2002 gen-
erated a great deal of debate regarding the treatment of cooperatives vis-
à-vis other types of enterprises and social organization.  On the one
hand, it was seen as important for cooperatives to “stand on their own two
feet” and function as independent and autonomous enterprises in a com-
petitive market situation, but on the other hand to be supported if they
meet specific social and public policy outcomes.  All cooperatives have
social purposes but it was thought that cooperatives that have specifically
social aims, particularly in favour of disadvantaged groups in society, could
benefit from special measures.  In addition, it was considered very impor-
tant to stress the need to avoid discrimination against cooperatives because
of their special character. Thus, the text states that “Cooperatives should
be treated in accordance with national law and practice and on terms no
less favourable than those accorded to other forms of enterprise and
social organization” (paragraph 7(2)).
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l
Extract from the Statement on the Cooperative Identity, adopted by 
the General Assembly of the International Co-operative Alliance in 1995

The cooperative principles are guidelines by which cooperatives put their values into practice.

Voluntary and open membership
Cooperatives are voluntary organizations, open to all persons able to use their services and willing
to accept the responsibilities of membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious
discrimination.

Democratic member control
Cooperatives are democratic organizations controlled by their members, who actively participate
in setting their policies and making decisions. Men and women serving as elected representatives are
accountable to the membership. In primary cooperatives members have equal voting rights (one
member, one vote) and cooperatives at other levels are also organized in a democratic manner.

Member economic participation
Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, the capital of their cooperative.
At least part of that capital is usually the common property of the cooperative. Members usually
receive limited compensation, if any, on capital subscribed as a condition of membership. Mem-
bers allocate surpluses for any or all of the following purposes: developing their cooperative,
possibly by setting up reserves, part of which at least would be indivisible; benefiting members
in proportion to their transactions with the cooperative; and supporting other activities approved
by the membership.

Autonomy and independence
Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organizations controlled by their members. If they enter
into agreements with other organizations, including governments, or raise capital from external
sources, they do so on terms that ensure democratic control by their members and maintain their
cooperative autonomy.

Education, training and information
Cooperatives provide education and training for their members, elected representatives, man-
agers, and employees so they can contribute effectively to the development of their cooperatives.
They inform the general public-particularly young people and opinion leaders-about the nature
and benefits of cooperation.

Cooperation among cooperatives
Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the cooperative movement by
working together through local, national, regional and international structures.

Concern for community
Cooperatives work for the sustainable development of their communities through policies approved
by their members.



Valeurs coopératives et mondialisation

The role of government in cooperative promotion
The Recommendation places heavy emphasis on the role of government in
establishing an appropriate policy framework within which cooperatives
can survive and grow.  As has been mentioned before, government actions
are to be guided by cooperative values and principles.  Specifically, they
are expected to provide a supportive policy, legal and institutional frame-
work, provide support measures when social and policy outcomes are met
(i.e. support to cooperatives based on their activities and not because of their
nature), provide oversight on terms equivalent to other forms of enterprise
and social organization, adopt measures to improve access to finance for
disadvantaged groups, and topically, to promote the formalization of the
informal economy.  The role of cooperatives in transforming marginal
survival activities in the informal economy into legally protected work is
recognized.
It is also recognized that government can contribute significantly to
improving cooperative performance by facilitating access of cooperatives
to support services.  In particular, support to cooperative human resource
development is considered to be key.  Cooperative success can often be
attributed to the success of comprehensive HRD programmes for all
stakeholders in cooperatives-members, workers and managers-and this
is reflected in a number of places in the text of the new Recommenda-
tion.  Measures should be adopted to develop human resources and knowl-
edge of the values, advantages and benefits of the cooperative movement,
and national policies should develop technical and vocational skills,
entrepreneurial and managerial abilities, knowledge of business poten-
tial and general economic and social policy skills of cooperative mem-
bers, workers and managers and improve their access to information and
communication technologies.  The promotion of education and train-
ing in cooperative principles and practices at all appropriate levels of the
national education and training systems, and indeed throughout society,
is further encouraged.
The text also makes reference to government’s role in promoting safety
and health, productivity and competitiveness in cooperatives, facilitating
access to credit, markets and information, promoting best practice in cor-
porate governance, strengthening gender equality, promoting workers’
rights and facilitating vertical and horizontal linkages among coopera-
tives.  On the issue of workers’ rights there is a topical reference to the
need to combat “pseudo cooperatives” through the application of labour
legislation, and a call to promote best labour practices in cooperatives.
The Preamble makes special reference to the ILO Declaration on Fun-
damental Principles and Rights at Work (1998) and a number of inter-
national labour standards.
Governments are urged to consult cooperative, employers’ and workers’
organizations in the formulation and revision of legislation, policies and
regulations applicable to cooperatives.  Governments are also encouraged
to facilitate the promotion of the cooperative movement. 
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The role of employers’, workers’ and cooperative organizations
An active role in cooperative promotion is envisaged for employers’, work-
ers’ and cooperative organizations, both individually and collectively.
Employers’ organizations are asked to consider extending membership and
the provision of services to cooperatives wishing to join them.  Workers’
organizations are encouraged to assist cooperative employees to join trade
unions, assist trade union members to establish cooperatives, participate
in fora having an impact on cooperatives, participate in setting up coop-
eratives to create or maintain employment, promote productivity, equal-
ity of opportunity and rights of worker-members and undertake education
and training.  The reference to the special status of worker-members is of
particular significance.  Cooperative organizations are encouraged to pro-
mote an active relationship with the social partners to create a favourable
climate for cooperative development, provide technical support services
and commercial and financial services, invest in human resource develop-
ment and represent cooperatives at the international level.  In sum, the
social partners and cooperative organizations are seen as critical agents in
the task of cooperative promotion. 
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l
Obligations of Members in respect of a Recommendation

(a) the Recommendation will be communicated to all Members for their consideration with a
view to effect being given to it by national legislation or otherwise; 
(b) each of the Members undertakes that it will, within a period of one year at most from the
closing of the session of the Conference or if it is impossible owing to exceptional circumstances
to do so within the period of one year, then at the earliest practicable moment and in no case
later than 18 months after the closing of the Conference, bring the Recommendation before the
authority or authorities within whose competence the matter lies for the enactment of legisla-
tion or other action; 
(c) the Members shall inform the Director-General of the International Labour Office of the mea-
sures taken in accordance with this article to bring the Recommendation before the said compe-
tent authority or authorities with particulars of the authority or authorities regarded as competent,
and of the action taken by them; 
(d) apart from bringing the Recommendation before the said competent authority or author-
ities, no further obligation shall rest upon the Members, except that they shall report to the
Director-General of the International Labour Office, at appropriate intervals as requested by
the Governing Body, the position of the law and practice in their country in regard to the mat-
ters dealt with in the Recommendation, showing the extent to which effect has been given or
is proposed to be given, to the provisions of the Recommendation and such modifications of
these provisions as it has been found or may be found necessary to make in adopting or
applying them. 

(ILO Constitution, Article 19.)
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International cooperation
The text calls for greater international cooperation in information exchange
on best practices particularly regarding employment creation and income
generation, legislation, training methods and techniques, technology and
product standards, and strengthening of linkages between national and
international institutions involved in cooperative development.  It also sug-
gests exploring the possibilities of developing common regional guidelines
and legislation on cooperatives.

Towards the future
The new ILO Recommendation no. 193 on the Promotion of Coopera-
tives will, we hope, be of great service to the cooperative movement and
to the ILO’s global tripartite constituency.  We in the ILO’s Cooperative
Branch look forward to working closely with our partners to promote the
new instrument.  Already a number of ILO member States are consider-
ing revising their laws and national policies to take account of the provi-
sions of Recommendation no. 193.  The Cooperative Branch is now in
the process of planning a follow-up campaign to promote the new Rec-
ommendation, including workshops and seminars on the national and
regional levels, easy-to-read publications and tailor-made activities for ILO
constituents.  It is hoped that funds will soon be identified for a new tech-
nical cooperation project to assist member States to implement the Rec-
ommendation. 
In conclusion, we believe that the cooperative methodology provides a
proven response to many of the world’s current economic and social prob-
lems and challenges, not least in the fight against poverty and social exclu-
sion.  The ILO believes that Recommendation no. 193 will serve as a useful
tool in the struggle to promote Decent Work through cooperatives.
“Cooperatives empower people by enabling even the poorest segments of
the population to participate in economic progress; they create job oppor-
tunities for those who have skills but little or no capital; and they provide
protection by organizing mutual help in communities” (Juan Somavía,
ILO Director-General, June 2002). l
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l
Rec. no. 193: activities carried out since its adoption in June 2002
Extract*

5 Selected Outcomes
Bosnia Herzegovina has adopted new cooperatives laws that are based on Rec. 193.
Colombia: The Colombian cooperative movement uses Article 8 (1) (b) of ILO Rec. 
no. 193 to combat pseudo-cooperatives that are set up by companies to establish disguised
employment relationships with the former employees. Colombia has incorporated 193 into
its national development plan, and has enacted a new cooperative law (Ley 812 of 2003)
based on Rec. 193.
The European Commission has included references to Rec. 193 in a “Communication” to the
European Parliament and has included the ILO in its Expert Committee on Cooperative Law.
Guinea has adopted new cooperative laws based on Rec. 193.
India has adopted a new national cooperative development policy and a new multistate cooper-
ative law that were strongly influenced by the “conclusions” of the first discussion of Rec. 193.
In addition, the Indian Government has introduced a draft amendment to the Constitution which
would guarantee the autonomy of cooperatives.
Kenya: The Kenya cooperatives are using Rec. 193 to protect their autonomy that would be
threatened by new cooperative laws.
Romania: On 29 August 2002, COOP received an urgent message from two Romanian coop-
erative federations, asking the ILO for help in preventing the Romanian government from adopt-
ing an “emergency ordinance” that would have considerably reduced the autonomy of the Romanian
cooperative movement. This request was addressed to the ILO because the cooperative federa-
tions considered the ordinance a violation of article 2 of Rec. 193. COOP then hired a lawyer
who prepared a detailed commentary on the emergency ordinance, with Rec. 193 serving as the
bottom line. As a result, the adoption of the ordinance has been suspended.
South Africa: The South African government has adopted a cooperative development policy and
strategy based upon Rec. 193, and has drafted a new cooperative law that was promulgated in
June 2005. We are assisting the government in producing a lay-person’s guide on the new law.
South Africa has also designed a cooperative development strategy to implement the new policy
and legislation.
Ukraine has approved a new cooperative law on 10 July 2003, which is based upon Rec. 193.
United Kingdom: The Department for International Development (DFID) has signed a strate-
gic grant agreement with the British cooperative movement to enable the latter to promote
Recommendation 193 in the UK. The UK Cooperative College has already published a guide
on the instrument. A recent issue of the DFID magazine, Developments (April 2005, printed in
500,000 copies), states that “the most important recent development internationally for 
co-ops, however, has been the adoption in 2002 by the International Labour Organization of
Recommendation 193.”

* The document, “Rec. no. 193: activities carried out since its adoption in June 2002,” presents the activities carried out by the ILO since the adoption
of Recommendation 193 and is made up of five parts: 1. promoting the recommendation, 2. global meetings and seminars, 3. regional and national
meetings and seminars, 4. advisory services, 5. selected outcomes.  This last section covers developments in more than fifty countries.  We have cho-
sen a few examples to illustrate the impact Recommendation 193 has had in various countries around the world.  The complete document can be con-
sulted through the ILO website: http://www.ilo.org/images/empent/static/coop/pdf/Rec193_activities_06.pdf


